
        
            
                
            
        

    Homeward:
THE SLEEPING CURSE

BARB HENDEE
T·N·D·S

Tales from the world of
 the Noble Dead Saga



COPYRIGHT
 Barb and J.C. Hendee / NobleDead.org
 Copyright 2013 by Barb and J.C. Hendee.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.
eISBN: 1230000148920
 ASIN: B00DTJJSKC
 BNID: 2940148310310
Design, layout, and cover art by J.C. Hendee. 

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior contractual or written permission of the copyright owner(s) of this work.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to persons, living or deceased, businesses establishments, events, or locales is entirely incidental.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Title Page


Copyright


Table of Contents


Foreword


The Sleeping Curse


Other Works


The Noble Dead Saga


Tales from the world of the Noble Dead Saga


The Mist-Torn Witches Series


The Vampire Memories Series




FOREWORD
No knowledge of the Noble Dead Saga or other related works by us are necessary to read, comprehend, and enjoy any work in the project known as “T·N·D·S: Tales from the world of the Noble Dead Saga.” Readers new to this world can step right into it through any of these short works.
Tales are organized into “collections” where all works therein share a theme and/or premise. Most works in a collection are not sequential and can be read in any order. When one or more works link together, subsequent works will mention “sequel to…” on their covers to guide you.
Tales can be your first adventure into our world or something to tide you over in the wait for the next of our varied novels to be released.
—Barb & J.C. Hendee



THE SLEEPING CURSE
Julianna sat atop the roof of a small house built onto the bed of a rolling wagon, and she breathed in the damp, fresh afternoon air of mid-autumn. Having lived her entire life to date in the small, dark village of Chemestúk, this was her first journey—and she was still surprised by how much she enjoyed it.
Two similar wagons rolled along behind them.
“There’s Kéonsk up ahead,” Jan said excitedly, rising up onto his knees beside her.
She glanced at his face. Her relationship to him was complicated and confusing at best. She’d been orphaned as a girl, and his parents had taken her in. He and she had spent years living in a situation as siblings, but they had certainly never, ever viewed one another as brother and sister.
His uncle Rosario and his Aunt Doreena were down on the front bench of the wagon, and Rosario drove the team of horses.
Indeed… the high walls of Kéonsk had come into view. Though she couldn’t see much on the other side of the wall, the top of the castle loomed above, seemingly positioned near the city’s center.
In spite of Julianna’s enjoyment only a moment ago, she couldn’t help a wave of anxiety. Kéonsk was the largest city in Droevinka, and she’d never even visited a small city. Until recently, she’d never seen a town.
“Don’t worry,” Jan said, looking at her. “You’ll love the fair. I promise.”
She tried to smile, taking in the sight of his eager expression and not wishing to spoil his pleasure. She’d only come on this journey for his sake, to try and help him recover from an ugly experience he’d undergone… to try and help him regain his former light-hearted self. And he was recovering—though they never spoke of this.
The two of them had a tendency to avoid speaking of things that truly mattered, and she sometimes wondered if this was because they were so different from each other.
She was tall, nearly as tall as him, and gangly with long, light brown hair and a smattering of freckles across her narrow nose. She was hard working and liked to view herself as quite sensible.
When standing next to him, she often felt invisible.
Jan was probably the most handsome man she’d ever seen. At the age of twenty-five, five years older than herself, he was slender, with even features and coal-black hair that hung to his shoulders in a wild, unruly mass. His complexion was smooth and dusky. He wore russet pants with high boots and a new cerulean blue shirt with the cuffs rolled halfway up his arms—and he sported three silver hoops in one ear.
He was charming and vain and skilled at only a few things, such as playing the violin or making women fall in love with him. As a result, Julianna was cautious… caring for him while not allowing herself to feel too much.
However, they’d now been thrown into a journey together and were almost constantly side-by-side.
Jan’s mother was of the Móndyalítko people, “the world’s little children,” though more often others called them tzigän—vagabond thieves. Since he was a boy, his mother, Nadja, had taken him to travel with her sister’s family for several moons in the early autumn. This year, Nadja had not felt well enough to leave home, and so Julianna had come instead.
She’d fully expected to have a dreadful time, but that hadn’t proven the case—or at least not yet.
“There’s the Vudrask River,” Jan said, pointing. “Can you see the mules and barges?”
She got up on her knees too, but the river was still somewhat distant. Jan crawled forward to the front of the roof of the little house, and he looked down.
“Uncle Rosario, could you take the side road by the river so Julianna can see the barges?”
“Of course,” a deep male voice answered.
Julianna crawled up beside Jan and looked down as well. Two middle-aged people sat on the wagon bench below.
Jan’s Aunt Doreena was a large and full-bodied woman, dressed in a yellow skirt and a white low-cut blouse—with a half dozen bracelets on each wrist. She wore her thick black hair in a single braid, with an orange scarf tied around her head. Her nose was broad, her smile was wide, and her dark eyes expressed every emotion she felt. She often used phrases like “darling girl” when speaking to Julianna and had a tendency towards spontaneous hugs and kisses. At first, Julianna had found Doreena’s open manner somewhat off-putting, but now, she’d developed a deep affection for the woman.
Doreena’s husband, Rosario, was so large that he dwarfed his respectably sized wife. His chest was wide as two normal men. He wore his black hair short—and sported a thick moustache. Today, he was dressed in loose trousers, a white shirt, and a russet vest. Julianna had grown fond of him as well.
“There,” Jan said, still pointing. “Now you can see better.”
He seemed to enjoy showing her new things.
But she drew in a quick breath at the sight of the wide, flowing river, and several barges being pulled upstream by mules. Men on board used long poles to keep the vessels from bumping into the bank.
Other barges were in dock, being loaded or unloaded. She had never seen anything like this.
As Rosario drove the wagon, Julianna’s attention soon turned to an unbelievable sight out in front of the city’s west gate. Jan had explained to her that every autumn, large numbers of farmers, merchants, and Móndyalítko converged upon the city of Kéonsk for a fair, far too many to be allowed inside the already crowded city, so the fair took place outside the walls.
Wagons, tents, and market stalls were now set up in a vast open area. People and animals milled around in an overwhelming mass.
Just looking at it all… Julianna suddenly found it hard to breath. Where they really going to roll the wagons into the middle of that?
However, Rosario pulled up at the edge of the mass of activity and set the brake. Both the other wagons—drawn by various members of the extended family—pulled up as well.
“Why are we stopping?” Julianna asked.
Jan crawled to the side of the wagon. “We need our assignment first.” He motioned her toward him. “Come on.”
Assignment? What did that mean?
But she followed. He dropped off the side and landed lightly on the ground. She preferred to climb down, as it was an easy climb for her. She wore an old dress that stretched and moved comfortably with her body. The skirt barely reached her ankles, so she never tripped.
Before she could ask Jan further about their “assignment,” the back door of the wagon-house opened, and two other members of their traveling companions emerged from inside: Jan’s cousins, Rico and Belle.
Six people shared this one wagon, but Jan and Rico both slept outside at nights in a small tent.
Rico came out first. He was a taller, more muscular version of Jan, with an utterly serious expression. Julianna wasn’t certain whether he’d ever laughed in his life. She often thought he’d be handsome if his expression weren’t always so hard, but he was a strange man… a Móndyalítko “shifter.” At will, he could turn himself into a great black cat, and he was the family’s hunter and their main protection.
His sister, Belle, came out next. She yawned and stretched as if she’d been sleeping in her bunk—which she probably had. At the age of seventeen, Belle had already learned how to walk in a manner where she seemed to both sway and glide at the same time. She was small and slender with an incredible mass of wavy dark hair. Her skin was pale as opposed to Jan’s more dusky shade, but her eyes were nearly black, looking even darker in contrast to her skin. She wore a deep blue skirt with a white blouse as low-cut as Aunt Doreena’s, but as opposed to Doreena’s large breasts, Belle’s were smaller and perfectly rounded… with the tops clearly exposed at her neckline.
She was beautiful.
Unfortunately, she was also conceited, lazy, and incapable of thinking about anyone except herself. While Julianna respected Rico, she found it very, very difficult not to actively dislike Belle.
“Do we have our assignment yet?” Rico asked, walking over.
“Not yet,” Jan answered.
There was that comment about an assignment again. Julianna glanced at Jan in puzzlement.
“Oh,” he said, perhaps having forgotten this was her first visit here. He motioned with his hand toward the vast array of wagons and stalls out front of Kéonsk. “This is all overseen by a city administrator named Master Deandre. He’s lord of the fair, and he assigns where we’ll be allowed to set up. Places are assigned based on the entertainment value of the Móndyalítko group or family.”
“Entertainment value?”
He nodded. “Our group has no Mist-Torn seers, but Aunt Doreena is a good palm reader, and Belle can draw a crowd with her dancing. The more people we draw to a show, the more of them stay to spend money at the stalls—and the city takes a portion of all sales. Any Móndyalítko groups who draw smaller crowds tend to end up all the way at the back.”
“We’re normally given a good spot,” Belle put in, pulling her blouse down a little lower. “People love to come and see me dance.”
Julianna nodded politely and tried not to roll her eyes.
Just then, Doreena and Rosario climbed down from the wagon’s bench as a small man with a thin moustache and a quick step came trotting toward them. Even in a hurry, he had a business-like manner about him, and yet he held out both arms to embrace Doreena.
“My dear,” he said. “So good to see you.”
“Master Deandre,” she said, embracing him back. “You never age a day!”
To Julianna’s surprise, the small man turned and embraced Rosario next as if they were all old friends—which they probably were.
“And Rosario,” Master Deandre said, “You have your usual place in the north market sector. It’s empty and waiting for you. Roll right on in.”
“Don’t let him fool you,” Jan whispered in Julianna’s ear. “If we stopped drawing an audience, he’d have us half a league away putting on shows for the chickens.”
“Is our assigned spot a good one?” she whispered back.
“It’s not among the three best, but it’s good enough to be envied by the other families. We’re in a sector where a lot of food and wine and ale are sold. People who enjoy our shows tend to be free with the coins they toss into Rosario’s hat.”
With his task done, Master Deandre strode off as quickly as he’d arrived, and Rosario and Doreena climbed back onto the wagon bench. Julianna put her hands to her back and stifled a groan. The last thing she wanted to do was climb back onto that wagon.
“Uncle, I think we’ll walk,” Jan called. “We need to stretch our legs.”
Julianna sighed in relief, silently thanking him.
“Well, I’m not going to walk,” Belle said, going through the door at the back of the wagon and closing it behind herself.
The teams of horses started forward, heading into the fair, and Julianna, Jan, and Rico strolled behind.
About sixty paces outside the gates, they passed another family of Móndyalítko. This group had four brightly painted wagons, and the people looked as if they’d been settled for a few days. A middle-aged sinewy man with a yellow scarf tied around his dark hair smiled as Jan’s family rolled by.
“Rosario!” he called up. “Good to see you. Come and visit us once you’re settled. I bought some of that tobacco you like from the Yegor province. We’ll share a pipe.”
“My thanks,” Rosario called back, though Julianna couldn’t see him from where she walked. “We’ll bring spiced tea from Enêmûsk.”
“The families here all know each other,” Rico told Julianna as he strolled beside her. “It is good to have friends.”
Julianna certainly agreed with that.
However… upon passing the west gate, Julianna looked over and saw a number of armored men in red tabards guarding the city entrance: Väränj soldiers. She stopped and stiffened. So did Jan.
Rico glanced over. “What is it?”
“Are the Väränj still allowed to guard the city?” she asked in disbelief.
“Of course… why would you ask?” He seemed confused by her question.
Jan’s mouth was tight, but he didn’t speak.
At present, the House of Äntes was in power over the nation, with their prince serving as elected grand prince of Droevinka. No matter which house was in power, the grand prince always came to Kéonsk and lived at the castle here. The unlanded house of Väränj was not allowed to have their own prince serve in this position; so instead, they had the honor of guarding the royal city.
However… several moons ago, the house of Väränj had declared war upon the Äntes—due to what they considered a slight upon their honor—and the two houses had been embroiled in a violent dispute ever since… which had spilled over into great suffering for anyone unlucky enough to be in their path.
Julianna and Jan’s home had fallen in their path.
The Äntes had come through Chemestúk first, conscripting all the able-bodied men, including Jan, and taking them away. Then… the Väränj had come through and burned Chemestúk to the ground as if by way of retribution.
And now, here were the Väränj, shamelessly guarding the gates of Kéonsk as if nothing had happened.
There was something very wrong here, but clearly Rico had no answers, and Jan didn’t appear to want to discuss it.
“Here we are,” Jan said quickly, still slightly shaken. “Over there beside those stacked casks of ale.”
Looking ahead, Julianna saw a cleared spot, just large enough for the three wagons.
“We’ll be cozy,” she said, trying to lighten his mood even though she herself could not stop thinking on the memory of Chemestúk being burned.
Within moments, all three wagons were in position, and it was time to get to work setting up. There would be horses to attend, a campfire to build, food to be cooked, and wagons to be readied for a stay of an entire moon.
Other family members dropped down from the rooftops or emerged from doorways, and nearly everyone went to work right away.
Julianna helped Doreena with the fire and the cooking, and soon, they had a large pot of lentil and onion stew bubbling over the flames. Jan helped Rico with the horses. Belle, however, did not emerge from the wagon.
Just as Julianna was about to ask what she might do next, she saw Master Deandre coming toward them again at his brisk, steady trot.
“All is well?” he asked. “You have enough space?”
“More than enough,” Doreena answered with her broad smile. “We’ll be fine. Can we get you some tea?”
“No. I just came to check on you. I have more farmers and merchants arriving, and at least a hundred duties to attend.”
He turned to leave, but Jan appeared from the around the side of the wagon and stopped him.
“Sir,” he asked, sounding unusually hesitant. “I couldn’t help noticing… are the Väränj guarding the city with the blessing of Prince Rodêk?”
Master Deandre blinked. “Yes, of course.” He paused. “You haven’t heard then? The dispute between the Äntes and the Väränj is over.”
“Over?”
“Yes. The Väränj threatened to lay siege to Enêmûsk, and the other noble houses would never tolerate that. If the Väränj could lay siege to the home of one grand prince, they could lay siege to another. The other houses sent men to aid the Äntes, and the dispute was ended.”
Julianna stepped closer. “How?”
“It was a tricky business. The other houses need the Väränj to guard Kéonsk, regardless which grand prince is in power. Thank the gods Prince Rodêk was wise enough to see that. Instead of executing their leaders, he called for a council, and the Väränj were also wise to see how vastly they were outnumbered. Prince Rodêk apologized for any ‘misinterpreted’ slight upon their honor, and an uncomfortable peace was agreed upon.”
Taking this in, Julianna wasn’t sure how she felt. She’d heard that other villages besides Chemestúk had been burned. People were dead, men had been ripped away from their homes, and now the nobles behaved as if nothing had happened? That didn’t seem right.
“Was Enêmûsk ever attacked?” Jan asked.
“No.”
He glanced at Julianna, and she was thinking the same thing. Perhaps the men conscripted from Chemestúk were on their way home. Jan had escaped on his own, but he’d not been able to rescue anyone else.
Deandre clicked his heels. “Forgive me. I must get on with my duties.”
Julianna nodded. “Of course.”
He was already walking away.
Unbidden memories nearly overwhelmed her… of the horrors that had occurred in Chemestúk, which were now probably forgotten by both the Väränj and the Äntes.
Turning from the fire and heading for the wagon, she said, “I’ll go and unpack your tent.”
Her mind wouldn’t stop churning. What if some slight upon the honor of one house or another could launch another such blood bath. Again… it wasn’t right. She simply had no idea what could be done to stop it.
Suddenly, Jan was beside her. “Are you all right?”
“Of course.” At the moment, she didn’t want to talk to anyone, not even him, and she walked faster, leaving him behind.
“We can’t control the world, Julianna,” he called after her. “I finally realized that. All we can do is fight to protect ourselves from whatever comes and in the meantime, try to be happy with what we have now.”
Stopping, she looked back at him. He always read her better then anyone she’d ever known… and right now, he was probably right.
· · · · ·
The following morning, Julianna woke up feeling better. Perhaps Jan’s words had slowly been absorbed into her thoughts during sleep, but something about them brought her comfort—that at present, she had nothing to fight and a good deal to be happy about.
Pushing back her covers, she stretched her arms. Inside, the small wagon-house boasted three beds. Two of them were narrow bunks built into the wall that ran parallel with the front side of the wagon, and a third, wider bed had been built into the left-side wall. Doreena and Rosario had taken the wider bed while Belle and Julianna slept in the bunks.
Julianna had given Rico’s bunk, and he slept outside in a tent with Jan. Before winter, she and Jan would go back to Chemestúk, and then Rico would sleep inside again.
The others inside the wagon were beginning to stir, and Julianna suddenly wondered how she should dress.
“Doreena,” she said quietly, as she tended to speak quietly in the mornings while the family was waking, “Will Rosario have us performing today or will we still be settling in?”
Climbing out of bed in her white shift, Doreena rubbed her eyes. “We’ll start after the mid-day meal. Best wear your good gown and sash.”
“All right.”
Before Julianna had left Chemestúk, Jan’s mother had kindly provided clothing to help her fit in, starting with a gown of rich scarlet—as Julianna loved the color red. The dress laced up the front with a v-neckline. The sleeves were long and slender and hemmed without cuffs. The waistline was cut perfectly for Julianna’s slight figure and the skirt was full, but not so full as to be cumbersome. She’d also been given a purple paisley sash to tie around her waist, and a number of dangling bracelets.
To earn their living, the family put on shows for the public. Everyone had at least one skill or talent, from reading palms or telling futures, to performing astonishing card tricks, to playing the violin, to singing… to dancing. Belle was a dancer and knew exactly how to draw an audience by moving seductively to the sound of music. Jan played the violin while Belle danced, and even Julianna took part in the shows.
To her astonishment, the family had asked her to play the tambourine while following Jan. Doreena had insisted that she was “quite pretty” in her scarlet dress and would be able to add sound and color to Jan’s performance. The prospect had been terrifying at first—and Julianna hardly viewed herself as pretty—but she soon realized that what they asked was not difficult… and she’d come to enjoy it.
“Belle,” Rosario said, “time to get up.”
“In a moment,” Belle murmured, rolling over.
No one suggested for a second time that she get her bottom out of bed, and Julianna sighed. Belle never helped with meals anyway.
Julianna dressed carefully, making certain her sash was properly tied. She decided to wait on the bracelets.
Shortly after, she stepped outside to find the camp already abuzz with activity. A fire was lit and water was boiling for tea.
Looking all around, she couldn’t help being a bit overwhelmed by having the wagons parked here within this enormous market. Stalls were being opened for business and early customers were arriving. Goats bleated and chickens clucked and the smells from everything between roasted sausages to perfumed candles wafted on the air.
Jan was up and about, tuning his violin.
“Morning,” he said, smiling. “I see you’re dressed for business.”
She smiled back, wondering how her life would have played out had she never met him—as he’d been the one who’d sent her to his mother. Without him, where would she be now? Certainly not traveling the country in a beautiful red gown with a family of Móndyalítko performers. That was certain.
After breakfast, the morning passed quickly, and as everyone prepared to perform, Jan filled her in on what would be expected.
“The shows here work a little differently than they did in Serov,” he began.
The town of Serov had been their last stop.
“We won’t be moving around between sectors like we did there,” he continued. “Master Deandre insists that everyone perform only in their assigned locations.” He gestured back toward the wagon. “So Aunt Doreena will be reading palms inside all afternoon… which means the wagon’s off limits. Get anything that you’re going to need for the rest of the day out of there now.”
“I will.”
He pointed to a small, circular area not far from the campfire. “The rest of us will be performing there. Uncle Rosario plans one full show for just past mid-day and another one for late afternoon. Our job with these two shows is to provide lively entertainment that will draw an audience who then stay and spend money at the stalls of farmers and merchants selling food, drink, and wares.”
Julianna nodded. “Only two shows a day?”
“No, the final show takes place after the sun is down and the stalls are closed, and that one is for us, staged just to earn money for us. It’s a little darker, a little more seductive, a little more… Móndyalítko.”
She raised an eyebrow, uncertain what the last part might mean, but she supposed she’d need to wait and find out. She knew from experience that asking Jan to explain would do no good. He’d only smile and try to make the whole event sound even more mysterious.
Just past mid-day, the family was ready, and Rosario took his place in the performance area—standing up on a tall stool with three legs stout enough to support his weight. Belle came to stand on the ground beside him.
“Come and gather!” his deep voice boomed. “For the finest show in the land! Learn your fortune from the great Doreena!” His arm swept back toward the wagon where Doreena stood in the doorway, covered in bangles, and she bowed dramatically.
“See the magnificent Belle dance the dance of the three veils!” he bellowed. Belle offered a blinding smile and curtseyed low as he continued. “Witness feats of magic and hear stories to amaze you!”
Julianna found him quite a sight up there, with his broad chest and thick moustache, and his voice that seemed to carry forever.
Within moments a crowd had gathered, and both Jan and Rico jogged into the performance ring, holding their violins and bows up over their heads. They ran around the circle a few times, and Rosario jumped down and grabbed his stool, leaving Belle where she stood, holding three sheer handkerchiefs in her hands
Julianna knew to wait until Jan hit his first note.
When he did, she ran out beside him. Then he hit a long second note… and Rico joined in and the violins made music in perfect sync… and Belle began to move, swirling the sheer cloths around herself.
People fell silent, watching her.
Julianna had to admit that for all Belle’s faults, she was mesmerizing when she danced. Jan and Rico began playing faster, simultaneously moving about Belle. Julianna stayed with Jan, letting her dress swirl and hitting her tambourine in time to the song he played.
The music kept growing faster, and Belle danced faster… and people stared.
Finally, when the song ended, it ended on one sharp dramatic note, and Belle dropped to her knees.
The gathered audience burst into shouts and applause. Rosario had placed a hat at the edge of the circle, and people began to toss in coins. Julianna had previously found this a bizarre way for a family to earn a living, but now she was used to it, and it felt quite normal.
Julianna and Rico sat out the next song.
This time, as he played his violin, Jan sang comic stanzas about a young man in love who was continuously spurned by the object of his affection, and as Belle danced, she acted out the part of the girl spurning the young man in more and more outrageous ways.
The audience laughed loudly, and Julianna began to understand what Jan had meant by the daytime performances being lively and entertaining. Looking through the crowd, she noted Master Deandre was out there, watching. He met Rosario’s eye and nodded in approval. Then he walked away.
When the song ended, Rosario’s brother, Heraldo, carried out a small table and began his magic show.
Jan jogged over to Julianna, panting, and she handed him a mug of water, which he gulped down. “Soon as he’s finished, we’re up again for two more songs, and then Uncle Rosario will get up on his stool and tell a story.”
She nodded. While merely telling a story didn’t sound all that exciting, Rosario could hold an audience spellbound.
“After that,” Jan went on, “a few of the younger girls will dance, and then Heraldo will perform his card tricks. Then Belle’s up again. Rosario and I planned the rotation carefully.”
Looking at Jan, she couldn’t help a swell of admiration. The people back home viewed him as beautiful, amusing, and useless… because he was not skilled at anything valued in Chemestúk such as growing crops or thatching roofs.
But he was more than skilled at helping to run this show. He absolutely shone.
“What?” he asked as she studied him.
“Nothing… I just. I wish your father could see you here.”
“My father? He wouldn’t find much value in this.”
“Well… I do.”
Then she flooded with embarrassment. What was wrong with her? Wasn’t he already vain enough without her contributing?
Instead of preening or making a joke at her compliment, he glanced away, at a loss, and motioned with his chin toward Heraldo. “Two more magic tricks, and he’s done. Get ready.”
Even with everyone spelling each other, they were all exhausted by the time the first show had ended, but Rosario was pleased with the money they’d earned and announced that he was going to go out and buy more grain for the horses.
Everyone else rested until it was time for the next show—which went as smoothly as the first.
That evening, as Julianna helped Doreena prepare dinner, for the first time, she didn’t resent Belle for going straight to the wagon and taking a nap.
Belle had worked hard that day.
“I can’t believe everyone is going to perform again tonight,” Julianna said, looking down into the large kettle where she was stewing two chickens.
Doreena smiled broadly. “Yes, but the nights are different, a little slower and a little more… for us.”
Again, Julianna wondered what this meant. She and Doreena boiled the chickens until the meat fell off the bones, and then they picked out the bones and added diced potatoes, carrots, parsley, and a little flour for thickening.
Jan took some of the money they’d earned that day and bought a small cask of red wine to be shared. Julianna had only tasted wine a few times in her life, and she wasn’t sure she liked it. It only seemed to make her more thirsty.
But Rosario was pleased, and he laughed and toasted to the day as Julianna began to serve dinner.
Later, when the sun was down, and the dishes were put away, people began arriving for the evening performance without Rosario doing a calling or saying a word. Instead, he built up the campfire. For the evening performance, it seemed they would perform in a more intimate setting.
He stepped up near the fire, and began by telling a story… a dark tale of an angry ghost taking vengeance upon his murderer… and Julianna began to understand what Jan and Doreena had meant earlier. Rosario’s stories at the first two performances had been light and comic and suitable for the ears of children. This one involved blood and hatred and revenge.
Like everyone else, she listened, captivated until the end.
“Who’s next?” Rosario asked, once his tale was finished.
Then Julianna realized there was no set rotation—or any planning at all. The family would perform as they wished.
Jan stepped forward, playing a slow, haunting tune, and Belle joined him, dancing just as slowly, sultry and seductive.
Somewhat tired after a long day, Julianna almost hoped Jan wouldn’t need her to join him. She rather felt more like watching than performing herself, so she carefully moved outside the crowd gathered around the fire and tried to be invisible.
It was then that she looked over and spotted Rico speaking to an unfamiliar young woman.
The girl was lovely, perhaps eighteen years old, with long, silky hair a shade of deep brown and large brown eyes to match. She was short with a small waist and generous figure—dressed as one of the Móndyalítko in an emerald green dress with an orange sash. Normally, a pretty girl speaking to one of the men in Jan’s family would not have caught Julianna’s attention, but this was Rico. In the time that she’d known him, he’d never once shown real interest in anything besides hunting. Even the violin didn’t particularly interest him. He played it because he was expected to.
Now, as he looked down into the girl’s face, he appeared blind to anything else around him. Slowly, she reached out to touch his hand with hers, and Julianna could almost see his sharp intake of breath.
He grasped the girl’s hand and drew her to the outside of the circle, keeping her close to him and speaking to her softly.
For some reason, the sight of this troubled Julianna, and she had no idea why.
· · · · ·
The following day followed a similar pattern. Rosario and Jan varied the two afternoon shows only by the songs performed or the stories that were told. Doreena was busy inside the wagon reading palms, and once again, by the time evening had settled in and Julianna found herself helping with dinner, she could see Rosario was pleased again with the money they’d earned.
After leaning over the fire to see what she was cooking in the cast iron pot, he straightened and took a long swallow of wine. He was so large that she felt unusually small beside him. She was accustomed to looking most men in the eyes.
“You did well today, girl,” he told her. “Soon we’ll have you dancing with Bell.”
That was never going to happen.
“I’d rather play the tambourine for Jan,” she answered and then changed the subject. “Even I can see that we’re earning a good deal more money than we did in Serov. Will the whole moon be like this?”
Rosario nodded and took another swallow. “We earn more in this moon of autumn than the rest of the year combined. That’s why I’m so glad to have Jan back with us. He and Belle are magic together when they perform, and he knows how to help me run a show. So long as we can maintain our assigned place here, we always have a nice nest egg for the rest of the year.”
Listening to him, Julianna realized how important this fair was to the family’s livelihood.
“Are you hungry,” she asked him, reaching for an empty bowl to fill.
He smiled. “And I’m glad you’re with us too. I think Doreena would keep you if she could.”
After spending years in her youth as orphan, his words touched Julianna. She couldn’t help wanting to be wanted. But Jan’s mother needed her too, and as much as she was enjoying this adventure with Jan, a part of her had never stopped missing their home.
After handing Rosario a bowl of boiled mutton with herbs and onions, she called everyone else to dinner, and the evening passed quickly.
Then… once the dishes were washed and put away, again, Rosario built up the flames just as people began to arrive.
As before, he started off the fireside entertainment, only tonight, he told a tale of a young bride forced to marry a wealthy stranger who took her to his isolated castle and refused to let her go outside. He gave her a ring of keys that opened every door in the castle save one, and he forbid her to touch that door. Then one day, when he was out, she found the key in the pocket of a cloak he’d left behind, and she opened the door to find six dead women—all in their wedding clothes—hanging from hooks. All were in various states of decay.
Knowing that she would be next, the young bride tied a message onto the leg of a bird and sent it to her brother, who cared for her. Time passed, and just as she feared her husband was about to murder her as he had the other women, her brother arrived and cut off the husband’s head.
When Rosario finished the story, nothing could be heard except the flames cracking in the night, and Julianna almost wished she’d not remained to listen. His description of the bodies of the hanging women had been far too vivid.
The dark story cast a mood upon the rest of the performance, and Jan stepped out to play an even more haunting song than he had the night before. Again, Julianna slipped to the outside of the small crowd, not wishing to be noticed, but… then she looked over by the wagon and saw Rico with the same lovely, brown-haired girl from the night before.
He was staring into her face with longing, and she was gripping his hand.
After a moment, the girl began to step away, drawing her with him, and he followed as if being separated from her was unthinkable. They vanished around the back of the wagon into the darkness.
Julianna hesitated, well aware it would be wrong to follow them, and yet… there was something odd about Rico’s behavior.
Awash with shame, she silently walked over to where they’d slipped behind the wagon and she peeked around the corner.
They were only a few paces away. Neither one noticed her in the dark.
“Please,” the girl was begging. “No one can do this except you. You are the only one who could get past the guards and back out again. My family needs this. We could lift ourselves from poverty.”
Still gripping her hand, Rico shook his head, and his voice filled with pain. “I cannot. I would do almost anything for you, but what your grandmother asks of me is a death sentence, and I have my family to protect.”
The girl began to weep quietly, and he pulled her close, “Lydia,” he whispered. “Don’t ask this of me. I cannot do it.”
Whatever she was asking, his refusal was firm, though it clearly tortured him to tell her no.
Beyond ashamed of herself for having witnessed so private a moment, Julianna drew back and walked away—yet she could not help wondering what the girl had asked that Rico believed would result in a “death sentence.”
She considered telling Jan what she’d heard… but that would mean admitting she’d been spying on Rico—which she had no wish to do. Anyway, whatever the girl had asked, Rico had refused.
Julianna decided to keep silent for now.
· · · · ·
Jan was happy.
The next few days followed a similar routine, but he never found himself bored or restless. He loved helping his uncle to plan and rotate the shows—and he loved performing. Even more, he found himself pleasantly surprised by Julianna having acknowledged his skills and hard work. It had never occurred to him that it would be satisfying to have someone he cared for admire his work ethic, but he did. To him, this life with his aunt and uncle felt more like “work with no work.” Julianna appeared to view things differently.
He was also surprised by how much he relished her presence and companionship on this year’s travels. Always before, he’d viewed the autumn travels as a time for him and his mother, Nadja, to share a special closeness and to leave the rest of the world behind. Now… Julianna’s company had become even more important to him.
And he didn’t know why.
He only knew that each day, he grew more and more grateful that she was the one who’d accompanied him this year. During performances, he was proud to have her swirling beside him in her red dress, striking her tambourine in time to his music. Her light brown hair and hazel eyes and narrow face—with its charming smatter of freckles—were exotic among the family of Móndyalítko, and he liked that so many people assumed she was with him.
Five evenings after their arrival at the fair, once the dishes were put away and the small crowd began to gather around the fire for the nighttime show, Uncle Rosario stepped over beside the flames, and Jan wondered what sort of story he would tell tonight. It never ceased to amaze Jan how many stories his uncle had memorized, and he rarely told the same tale twice.
However, just as Jan was turning his attention toward the campfire to listen, he noticed a familiar sight outside the circle… that was beginning to concern him.
Each night since their arrival, a pretty young woman with silky hair and a generous figure had slipped into their group unseen and gone straight to Rico. She was clearly Móndyalítko, but Jan had never seen her before this year, and he didn’t have a clue to which family she belonged. There was nothing outwardly unsettling about her arriving every night and clinging to Rico. Members of one family formed romantic attachments to members of another all the time.
It was Rico’s reaction that caught Jan’s attention. Rico was a year older, and Jan had known him since childhood. In all his life to date, Jan had never seen his cousin show an ounce of interest in anything besides hunting and offering his family protection.
A few days ago, Jan had asked Rico the girl’s name and been stunned by the vehemence with which his cousin had told him to “mind his own business.”
And now, Rico looked like a moonstruck fawn, holding the girl’s hand and staring into her eyes like a man who’d found something he never knew he’d lost.
This behavior was… unusual at best.
Jan forgot all about his uncle’s story, and instead, he stood watching Rico and the girl.
Tonight, she’d brought a small pitcher and a goblet. She poured a dark liquid—probably red wine—into the goblet and handed it to Rico with a smile. Rico never smiled, so he didn’t smile back, but his eyes were warm as he took the goblet and drank deeply.
He didn’t seem aware that anyone else in the world existed.
Unable to stay rooted and content himself to watch any longer, Jan pressed through the small crowd and headed toward his cousin. As he approached, the girl saw him coming, and she turned and vanished into the darkness. Rico started after her.
“Lydia!” he called.
“Cousin?” Jan ventured.
Turning quickly, Rico saw Jan, and his eyes narrowed. “Why did you do that?”
“Do what?”
“Chase her off like that.”
“I didn’t chase anyone off,” Jan stated flatly, finding the situation growing ever more strange. “She ran. Who is she? And don’t tell me it’s none of my business.”
Rico was silent for a moment and then finally answered, “Lydia. Her name is Lydia.”
His voice was filled with such longing that Jan couldn’t help feeling that perhaps he had intruded and chased the girl away, and he decided not to press the matter.
“Your father’s almost finished with his tale,” Jan said, “Fetch your violin and come play a song with me. We can perform a dark duel.”
In their world, it would have been considered beyond bad manners for Rico to refuse this request, but for an instant, Jan thought he might. Then, his cousin nodded unhappily.
The violins were in their cases on the back steps of the wagon, and by the time Rosario completed his story, both younger men had their bows and instruments in hand. Jan led the way toward the campfire with Rico following.
They’d almost reached it when Jan heard the sound of stumbling behind him. Turning, he watched Rico swaying uncertainly on feet, as if dizzy.
“Jan?” Rico said, putting his bow hand to his forehead. “I feel…”
He never finished the sentence and fell forward, landing face first on the ground.
“Rico!”
Jan dropped down beside his cousin as Julianna and Aunt Doreena ran up.
Julianna knelt down as well, touching the side of Rico’s throat. “He’s breathing.”
“What happened?” Doreena asked in alarm.
“I don’t know,” Jan answered in panic. “He just fell.”
A small crowd was gathering. After putting his violin aside, Jan reached out and rolled Rico over onto his back as Uncle Rosario came rushing up. Rico’s eyes were closed, and he appeared unconscious.
“Someone fetch some cold water from the well!” Doreena ordered.
Thankful for something—anything—to do, Jan got to his feet.
“I’ll get it.”
There was a community well only a few stalls away, and he nearly flew across the ground to reach it, filling a bucket and taking the communal pail without a second thought. He couldn’t exactly run on the way back without spilling his burden, but he did his best to hurry.
He could see the first of the family’s wagons just ahead when someone stepped from the shadows beside the wagon into view.
Jan stopped.
It was the young woman: Lydia.
Suddenly, he remembered the sight her pouring dark liquid into a goblet, and anger flooded though him, replacing the fear he’d felt for his cousin.
“What did you feed him?” Jan demanded angrily.
Lydia didn’t flinch or back up. Instead she raised one hand. “There is nothing I can do now, and I acted only as I was told. If you wish to save him, you need to speak with the Nana in my family. No one else can help.”
His first instinct was to drop the bucket, grab Lydia’s arm, drag her into camp and let Aunt Doreena have a try at getting some answers.
Almost as if reading his thoughts, Lydia said quietly, “That won’t help. No one can help him except our Nana… and she wants to see only you. You must come.”
Jan didn’t like this. His second instinct was to walk back into camp, tell Rosario about this odd request, and see if his uncle knew the identity of this “Nana” among the Móndyalítko, but he rejected this notion just as quickly. If he said a word, Rosario might not allow him to go… and he believed Lydia when she said that no one else could help.
Gritting his teeth, he nearly snarled. “You stay right here. I’ll be back in a few moments.”
Hurrying onward, he jogged back into the outskirts of the crowd near the campfire, and he tried to catch Julianna’s eye as she knelt beside Rico. Finally, she looked up, and he motioned with his head. Frowning in confusion, she got up and came to him. Everyone else seemed focused on Rico, who had not been moved yet and still lay unconscious on the ground.
“What are you doing?” Julianna asked the instant she reached him. “Doreena is waiting for that water.”
Handing her the bucket, he said, “I have to go. Help Rico as best you can and cover for me.”
“Cover for you?” Her mouth fell open. “What do you mean you have to go? Can’t you see your cousin is—”
“That girl,” he interrupted. “That strange girl who keeps coming to him. I know you’ve seen her. She handed him a goblet of something tonight not long before he fell. I need to go and find out what it was.”
Julianna froze. “All by yourself?”
“Yes!” He was growing angry again now. “I’ll be fine, but you have to cover for me. Promise?”
With reluctance, she nodded.
· · · · ·
After Jan vanished into the darkness, Julianna carried the bucket to Doreena, who used her own waist sash as a kerchief, dipping it into the water and using to sponge Rico’s face. He lay on the ground where he’d fallen.
“The cold water might bring him round,” Doreena said, dipping the sash again.
Everyone watched expectantly, hopefully, but Rico didn’t twitch. His eyelids didn’t flutter.
“We should get him inside into one of the bunks,” Julianna suggested.
With his face gone pale, Rosario nodded and glanced around. “Where’s Jan?”
Swallowing hard, Julianna answered, “He handed me the bucket and said he was going for help.”
“Help from who?”
“I’m not sure.” Julianna shook her head. “Maybe Master Deandre or a healer.”
This was a weak response, but Rosario appeared too worried about Rico to press the matter. Instead, he called upon his brother, Heraldo, and between the two of them, they lifted Rico and carried him toward the wagon.
Julianna ran ahead to get the door.
“Lay him in the bunk where I’ve been sleeping,” she called back, wishing she could do more.
Rico’s body hung from their grip like he was dead, and Julianna felt a knot growing in her stomach as she wondered where Jan had gone.
· · · · ·
Uncertain whether he should be more enraged or more nervous, Jan followed Lydia through the fair all the way to the very back where the poorer Móndyalítko were normally placed. He expected her to stop at one of the wagons, but she passed the few shabby wagons and led him through the tree line and into the forest.
“Where are we going?” he demanded.
“I told you. To see Nana.”
This was no answer, but he had little choice except to continue following her. She pressed on through the trees with familiar ease and emerged in a clearing. Jan paused and took in the sight before him.
In the darkness, he had to make it out by the flames of two campfires: one large and one small.
There were two rickety wagons, badly in need of repair and fresh paint, along with four horses and five skinny chickens. Seven people turned to stare at him: four women, one little girl, a youth about fourteen, and an old man with a pipe. They were all Móndyalítko, but he’d never met nor seen any of them before.
Right away, his full attention turned to one of the women—who was standing next to a cauldron on a hook over the largest of the campfires.
“I’ve brought him, Nana,” Lydia said.
Jan studied the woman. “Nana” was often used as a term of endearment for a grandmother, so he’d expected a crone. The woman by the fire was in her mid-forties with long dark hair only now streaked with a few strands of gray. She was slender, wearing a faded blue gown that fit her well, and her narrow face showed signs that she’d once been beautiful.
Jan didn’t care.
“What did you do to Rico?”
By way of answer, the woman glanced at Lydia, who nodded and said, “Yes, it’s done. He drank the wine.”
Then the woman smiled at Jan. “Please call me Nana. Everyone does.”
“What did you feed him?”
Nana held up one hand. “Nothing that can’t be undone.” She tilted her head. “But I have need of something… something I dare not get myself. Lydia tried to engage Rico’s help, but she failed, so I began to watch your family, and I noticed you were clever. Rico might be a shifter, but I think now that perhaps you being clever is a greater strength.”
All nervousness fading, Jan strode toward her. “Whatever you fed him, you give me the antidote right now, or I’ll go straight to Master Deandre and accuse you of poisoning.”
“By all means, do so. That won’t save your cousin, and from what I’ve observed, the rest of your family finds him… valuable.”
Jan froze. “Are you saying there’s no antidote?”
“Not in the sense that you mean. There is no herb or potion you can pour down his throat. He’s not been poisoned. He’s been cursed.” She gestured to the cauldron hanging near the fire. “I spent much of life studying spell craft, attempting the creation of my own spells, but they got me nowhere, earned my family almost nothing. Perhaps I had no gift. Not long ago, I discovered the value of taking the spells of others and learning to use them. For this, I do have a gift.”
Jan glanced at Lydia, who was listening with an unreadable expression, but his anger faded as his anxiety returned. He didn’t like where this conversation was going. Nana was clearly what the Móndyalítko referred to as a kettle witch: someone without natural powers like the Mist-Torn or the shifters but who had created power for him or herself via the study of spell components. Most of the Móndyalítko avoided them when possible.
“I used such a spell on your cousin,” Nana continued. “A sleeping curse. The wine itself was cursed, not your cousin, but he took it from Lydia’s hand and drank it willingly. The components alone were quite costly, and I expect a good return.”
Jan stared at her without speaking, breathing through his teeth.
“Waking him is simple,” she said. “You only need to complete a task I set for you, and he will awaken. Fail or refuse, and he will remain asleep. In three or four days, he’ll die from a lack of water.”
“You would kill him?” he asked raggedly. “One of the Móndyalítko? That goes against all the beliefs of our people. You’ll be an outcast.”
Holding both palms up, she said, “Ah, but I wouldn’t be killing him. You would. It is fair game for me to cast a spell that presents a challenge to another family. That is allowed.”
Still breathing in through his teeth, he wondered if she was telling the truth regarding what was “allowed.” There were many elements of his mother’s people that he didn’t fully understand.
“What is it you want?” he blurted out.
He felt trapped and helpless… and he hated nothing more than being helpless.
She smiled again. “A scroll. That is all. Just a scroll. I can even tell you its location. You simply need to get it and bring it to me, and the curse will be broken and your cousin will awaken.”
Dropping to one knee, Jan pulled dagger he kept in his right boot and stood up again. “I’m not full-blooded Móndyalítko. My father serves the Äntes. What if I cut your throat? Would that break the curse?”
To his surprise, none of the other family members moved to try and stop him, not even Lydia. They all stood watching.
Nana shook her head calmly. “It would not.”
Lowering the dagger, Jan ran a hand through his hair. He didn’t know what to believe, but he couldn’t let Rico die.
Gritting his teeth, he asked. “Where is this scroll?”
· · · · ·
Back in the wagon, Julianna sat on the floor, near the door, feeling useless as she watched Doreena and Rosario try to wake Rico.
Doreena got down a bottle of strong smelling salts, opened it, and placed it under his nose. He didn’t twitch.
Rosario resorted to slapping him lightly, trying to bring him around.
“Rico,” he said. “Wake up!”
Nothing happened.
Belle stood deeper inside the wagon, on the other side of her parents, wringing her hands, appearing genuinely distraught, and the walls felt close with so many people inside—hence Julianna sitting on the floor near the door.
Movement outside in the darkness caught her eye, and she peered out to see Jan waving her toward him.
Everyone else was too focused on Rico to notice Jan outside, and so she backed toward the doorway. “I’ll give you all more space.”
No one answered.
After slipping outside, Julianna quietly pulled the door closed behind herself and then went down the steps. At the bottom, she was surprised when Jan grabbed her arm and pulled her around the side of the wagon. She couldn’t break his grip and was somewhat taken aback by the strength in his hand.
“What are you doing?” she whispered as he stopped and let her go.
“I have to go into Kéonsk,” he whispered back, sounding slightly manic, “inside the castle… to find a scroll.”
If he’d told her the sun was going to rise in the west tomorrow morning, she wouldn’t have been more confused.
“What?”
In fits and starts, he began to recount what had happened to him since he’d left her here a short while ago, and her incredulity only grew.
“A curse? She cursed the wine? How is that possible?”
“She said she’d stopped studying and begun stealing the spells of other casters. She probably stole the one she used on Rico.”
“And this scroll she wants you to fetch. What is it used for?”
He shook his head as if the question were unimportant. “I don’t care. She said it came into Kéonsk years ago along with some papers removed from an ancient Knaanic monastery.”
Julianna had no idea what that meant… but how exactly would this Nana person have any idea what was stored inside the castle?
“She seems very well informed for a Móndyalítko from a family so poor they are not even allowed a minor assignment at the fair.”
Again, he seemed to view this as unimportant and waved her off. “Well, I think she’s trying to remedy that and is putting every penny into spell components for now, but I don’t care! I need to go. She told me the scroll she wants is in the cellars on the north side of the castle, in the second alcove on the right of the first passage.”
Julianna grabbed his sleeve. “And yet she won’t even try to get it herself! Jan, Väränj soldiers guard that castle. You’ll never get inside, and even if you do, you’ll never get back out again. You’ll be caught and killed and then the family will have lost both you and Rico!”
To her further surprise, he pulled away briefly and grasped her hand. “Trust me. I have to try. Cover for me again, just until I have time to get inside the city gates. If Uncle Rosario knows where I’m going, he’ll try to stop me.”
She stared at him, realizing that no words from her would change his mind. He was set on this mad course.
Well… if she couldn’t stop him, another idea occurred to her.
Nodding, she said, “All right. I’ll cover for you.”
He studied her face with sudden suspicion, as if doubting her sudden agreement, but then he glanced around. “Where’s my violin?”
“Here,” she answered, pointing towards the back steps of the wagon. “Belle put it back into its case.”
“Thank you.” He took up the case but continued casting his gaze around. “Where’s Uncle Rosario’s hat?”
“There.” She pointed to the ground near the campfire. Jan hurried over and picked it up.
Turning away, he said, “I’ll be back before sunrise. I swear.”
He hurried off into the darkness toward the west gate of the city, and Julianna remained in place, watching him go.
· · · · ·
Although Jan had no idea how he was going to get himself inside the castle, he anticipated no trouble with getting inside the city itself.
Once he was outside the temporary autumn market, he crossed the main road in front of the city. A short path led straight forward to the huge arch and rounded wooden gates of Kéonsk’s west entrance. Guards in varied light armor manned the entrance, but they all wore the bright red tabards of the Väränj, marked with the black silhouette of a rearing stallion. In truth, though, the men posted on the outer gates were more of a formality, and they seldom denied anyone.
No one else was attempting to enter at this late hour, and Jan walked up to one of three guards currently on duty.
He smiled, holding up his violin and the hat. “Thought I’d go in after the market closed out here and try to earn a little coin on my own.”
This was not uncommon, and the guard began stepping aside to let him pass.
“Jan!” a familiar voice called from behind. “Wait.”
Incredulous, he turned to see Julianna running toward him. Wearing her red dress, paisley sash, dangling bracelets—and carrying her tambourine—with her long hair flying, she looked every inch a young Móndyalítko woman ready to perform.
“You got ahead of me,” she panted at him and then smiled at the guard… who smiled back. Her eyes turned to Jan. “Did you forget I was to accompany you?”
With his jaw clenched, he glared at her. “I thought to go in alone tonight. You should go back to the camp. Now.”
“I can’t. Your uncle asked me to come and perform with you. Should I go back and tell you sent me away?”
The muscles in his jaw tightened further as he heard her implied threat: that either he allow her to come along or she would go back and tell Rosario everything.
“No, of course not,” he answered, resuming his own smile.
The guard finished stepping aside, allowing them both through the gates and inside the city, but as soon as they were out of earshot, Jan turned.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“Helping you,” she answered. “You don’t know how to get inside a castle.”
“And you do?”
“Not yet.”
The answer infuriated him. “You find some place to hide and wait here for me! I mean it, Julianna.”
“Nope.” She walked forward. “And if you try to leave me behind, I really will go and fetch Rosario. I’m not letting you get yourself killed.
With his mouth hanging open, he watched her walking away. She was serious, and he could not have his uncle interfering. Rosario was not subtle—and this was going to require subtly. Jan also felt guilty, almost responsible. He should have spotted Lydia for trouble two or three nights ago and looked into her more carefully.
But one thing was clear. Julianna was not going to hide or leave.
With a harsh sigh, he jogged after her, catching up quickly.
They passed through the open cobblestone area that made up the year-round city market area. It was quiet and still now, with canvas tarps covering scores of booths and carts that would come alive at dawn with hawkers selling goods to the city’s population.
After that, they entered a district of inns and taverns where the night was not so quiet. Bargemen, prostitutes, and gamblers kept late hours. A slender young woman in a doorway caught Jan’s eye. She smiled and held up a hand, rubbing fingers and thumb together to indicate that coin was required for her company.
He looked away quickly, before Julianna noticed the silent exchange.
By far, the most common inhabitants moving in the night streets were soldiers. Most were small patrols of Väränj, but there were occasional groups wearing the light yellow tabards of the Äntes.
Both sides ignored each other as if they’d not recently been engaged in near civil war. Jan found this almost unfathomable.
He led the way directly toward the city center and the gates of the castle.
But as soon as those gates were in sight, he and Julianna stopped and kept to the shadows. A half dozen Väränj soldiers in red tabards guarded the courtyard’s entryway, and more patrolled the ramparts and walls.
By the dim light of a streetlamp a half block away, Jan raised an eyebrow at Julianna.
“And now what do you suggest?” he asked sarcastically, not expecting an answer. They certainly couldn’t attempt to scale the wall.
But her gaze was on the front gate guards. “I think we need to get closer, close enough that we can hear any exchanges between those soldiers and anyone they actually let inside.”
He blinked. That wasn’t a bad idea.
Then he shook his head to clear it as he studied Julianna’s profile. She was a survivor, and he well knew it. They were both here to save Rico, and instead of resenting her for following him, he realized he should stop playing the fool and accept her offered help.
“All right,” he breathed, peering forward to a dark shop closest to the gates. “If we head one street over and come in the south side, we should be able to slip up and peer around the corner of that shop, and I think we’ll be close enough to hear.”
Nodding, she motioned him forward, and he led the way. Within moments, they were one street over, and he hurried up the block and then turned south until they approached the correct shop and crept up to peer around the corner—with Jan standing and Julianna crouching below him. The front gate guards were even closer than Jan had expected.
“You wanna play dice later, once we’re off duty?” one of them asked another.
“Naw,” the other answered. “I’m out of coin until the end of the moon.”
After the two men had spoken, Jan glanced down at Julianna as she looked up. They could hear the exchange perfectly. As of yet, Jan had no idea how this might be useful, but at least the first thing they’d tried had proven a success.
And so… they both hunkered down to wait and to see if they could gain some idea of who the guards might be letting in and out of the castle.
Time passed.
Almost nothing happened.
A few Väränj soldiers went in or came out with little more than a polite nod or greeting to the guards, but no one else even attempted to enter.
Finally, Jan whispered, “Maybe I could catch one of them alone, knock him out, and steal his uniform?”
Julianna frowned up at him thoughtfully. “I’m not sure you could pass for a Väränj soldier. Your hair is so long… and your skin is dusky.”
He paused. She had a point. A few of the soldiers wore helmets, but even if he managed to procure a helmet and hide his hair, there wasn’t much they could do about his skin tone.
Still… he couldn’t think of anything else to try, and he wanted this done tonight. He wanted Rico awake and drinking water.
Just then, the sound of female laughter sounded near the gates, and he peered around the corner again. Five young women with painted faces and brightly colored gowns walked right up to the guards.
A middle-aged guard with a beard, and wearing a helmet, stepped out to greet them, his expression a mix of annoyance and relief.
“You’re late, Mira,” he said to the woman leading the small group. “Commander Rupert expected you right after supper. The officers are all waiting.” He glanced over the others, and his eyes stopped on two women at the back. “I don’t know them.”
Mira couldn’t have been much over twenty years old. Her red-gold hair hung loose around her oval face as she tilted her head. “Don’t be so suspicious, Sergeant Greer,” she answered. “They’re new recruits, but you know Madam Clarissa only sends her best here.” She pursed her mouth in a pout. “And we’re late because our cook served some bad fish last night. Half the house is sick.”
The sergeant nodded, and then he glanced over the group again. “Wait… where’s Lorenzo?”
Mira shrugged. “Sorry. He ate the fish.”
Sergeant Greer’s expression shifted to a new combination, somewhere between alarm and embarrassment. “Lorenzo’s not… he isn’t coming?”
“Sorry.” Mira repeated, and her small nose wrinkled. “But trust me, Commander Rupert would not want his company tonight.”
The alarm on the sergeant’s face increased, but he motioned her forward. “Well, you five had better hurry inside. Like I said… the officers are waiting.” He turned to a much younger guard. “Take the girls into the main hall and don’t try to explain Lorenzo’s absence to the commander. Let Mira handle it. If there’s any fallout, I’ll deal with it myself.”
The young guard nodded once and ushered the women into the courtyard.
As Jan was taking all this in, Julianna stood up beside him in the darkness. He wondered if she had a clue what was transpiring, that a small group of prostitutes had been hired to entertain some of the officers… and one of the commanders preferred men—or at least preferred a man called Lorenzo.
When Jan turned to try and whisper a brief explanation, he found Julianna studying his face, and judging by the look in her eyes, her mind appeared to be working quickly.
“We need to act fast,” she whispered. “Leave the hat and bring your violin.”
“What do you think we’re going to…?”
Her eyes left his face and moved down his body, and a shocking realization hit him. She understood exactly what had just transpired.
“No!” he hissed.
“Why not? You’re slender and handsome enough to be called pretty. I don’t see any other way… and we have to hurry.”
“Julianna?”
“Come on.”
With her scarlet dress flying around her feet and her tambourine in hand, she ran for the gate, and after only an instant of further shock, he grabbed his violin and followed. Slowing as she reached the sergeant, Julianna continued panting as if she’d been running.
Though her face wasn’t painted, her long hair was loose. Her purple sash and dangling bracelets certainly set her apart from a normal townswoman. Jan stopped just behind her, stunned that she was taking the lead here. After all… he was the trickster, not her. But on little more than instinct, he let her continue.
She smiled. “Are you Sergeant Greer? I’m sorry we’re late. Mira thought it best to take the other girls and go on ahead.” She motioned to Jan. “Madam Clarissa was still trying to find a replacement for Lorenzo.” She leaned forward and added quietly. “This is Renaldo. He does not care for fish.”
By the light of the braziers on the both sides of the gate, Greer looked out at Jan, taking in the sight of his face, slender form, and longish dark hair. Jan seethed inside. The man’s assessment was beyond insulting. Jan was clearly a ladies man and not some male strumpet. This was never going to work.
Julianna must be mad, and now she’d brought them both out in the open.
Then, Sergeant Greer nodded in what appeared to be open relief, and he stepped aside. “Mira’s already gone in, but if you hurry, you might catch her before she reaches the hall.”
Jan fought to keep his mouth from falling open. The guard believed Julianna’s story? He took Jan and Julianna both for… prostitutes?
Julianna, however, suffered from no such surprise. “We’ll hurry.”
Greer turned to a large guard in his early thirties. “Take them in.”
Before Jan had time to seethe any further, he found himself ushered forward through the gates, and then he realized they were inside the courtyard walking toward the main doors of the castle.
Julianna had managed—through some very quick thinking—to get them inside. Pushing down his injured pride, he focused on the moment at hand, knowing that he’d soon be required to do some quick thinking of his own.
A few guards, all in red tabards, inside the courtyard glanced their way, but as they were under escort, no one spoke to them. Jan strode behind their escort, with Julianna trotting beside him, he couldn’t help wondering how in the world she’d understood the situation so rapidly. Before this journey, Julianna had spent her entire life in the small village of Chemestúk—where there were most certainly no brothels or madams… or fancy male strumpets named Lorenzo.
As they reached the main doors to the castle, they’d not yet caught up to Mira and the other women, which was a good thing. Their escort paused long enough to open one of the doors and motion them through.
Jan and Julianna stepped into an entryway with a long passage running north, a long passage running south, and a wide one running straight ahead.
More importantly, as Jan looked around, there was no one else in sight. For the moment, the three of them were alone.
“Where is everyone?” Jan asked before thinking, but the guard didn’t appear to find his question strange.
“As the prince is not in residence, few servants are needed. Most of the officers will be in the main hall at this hour,” the guard said.
“Which way is the main hall?” Jan asked. “I’ve not been inside before.”
The guard stepped past him toward the wide passage. “I’ll take you. Just follow me.”
As he neared the corner of the stone passage, Jan moved in a flash, dashing forward, grabbing the man by the back of his neck and slamming his head into the wall. A crack resounded, but Jan jerked the guard’s head back and slammed it again. Never having trained as a fighter, he’d learned to rely on the element of surprise.
“Stop!” Julianna gasped softly.
What had she expected him to do?
Jan dropped the guard, who fell to the ground, his eyes closed, bleeding from his forehead.
“Did you kill him?” Julianna asked, dropping to the floor and touching the side of the man’s throat.
In truth, Jan had no idea. He hadn’t really thought about it. His only goal was to remove the guard, so that he and Julianna would be free to head down the north passage unencumbered.
“He’s breathing,” Julianna said. “But we need to get him out of sight. Everyone in the courtyard saw him escorting us.”
Yes, of course she was right.
“Grab his leg,” Jan told her.
Without a question, she stood up and did as he asked, and he grabbed the other leg.
“Down the north corridor,” he added, remembering what Nana had told him.
The scroll is in the cellars on the north side of the castle, in the second alcove on the right of the first passage.
He knew it still troubled Julianna that this woman had somehow known exactly where the scroll was hidden, but Jan still didn’t care how she’d known or what was in the scroll itself. He couldn’t think beyond saving Rico.
Dragging the unconscious guard, they headed north.
Jan tried to not pull faster than Julianna was able.
“We need to find a stairwell… quickly,” he said. There was no telling how soon someone might come along and see them here in the main floor.
She glanced over at him in annoyance. “Yes, that had occurred to me.”
Chastised, he fell silent and continued dragging the guard, keeping an eye out for anywhere to stow an unconscious body. Unfortunately, the few doorways they passed were open arches—with no actual doors.
Julianna was beginning to pant with effort when she suddenly stopped and pointed to the archway of a small antechamber in the passage. “Let’s just pull him in out of sight and lean him up against the wall. No one will find him for a while.”
While Jan found this suggestion risky, they did need to free themselves for easier movement, so he nodded. “Take my violin and give me his other foot.”
Using both hands, Jan dragged the guard into the antechamber, out of sight, and hoped for the best.
“All right,” he whispered, coming back out. “Let’s find a stairwell down.”
Wordlessly, Julianna walked along beside him down the passage. Near the end, just before the passage made a turn, they came upon a narrow, open archway with a burning torch on each of the sidewalls.
Lifting one of the torches, Jan led the way down a dark set of stairs, going lower and lower until they stepped out into another passage.
“Do you think we’ve reached the cellars?” Julianna asked. “Or could there be another level?”
“I don’t know.”
But he made his way to the second alcove on the right side of the passage and breathed deeply in relief. Inside, there were shelves lining the walls… and the shelves were filled with texts and scrolls.
“This is it… or this is what Nana described to me.”
Julianna looked around by the light of his torch. Her face seemed pale. “Yes… but look at them all. How will we know which one she wants?”
“Which one? Oh, we’ll know. She said it’s in a blue painted scroll case with a silver stopper.”
Turning to him, Julianna shook her head. “Jan… are you telling me that she not only knows its exact location, but what the scroll case looks like?” She paused. “I mean, I understand her not wanting to risk coming down here to steal it herself, but how does she know so many details?”
“I don’t care,” he said again, and he didn’t. “Let’s find it.”
Her concerned expression had not relaxed, but she set his violin case on the floor and moved to help him. As most of the scrolls were in tan-colored cases, they were able to scan the shelves quickly, and Jan found himself beginning to panic by the time he’d completed his third shelf and found nothing remotely close to what Nana had described to him.
“Jan, come here. This book is a fake.”
At the sound of Julianna’s voice, he turned to see her examining a fat text, lying flat on a shelf, that appeared to have thick pages, but as he walked over and looked more closely, he could see the lines of the pages were an illusion.
Reaching out, he lifted the top cover, which was made from wood, and he peered inside. The interior was velvet lined and encased a blue scroll with an etched silver stopper.
“This is it. You found it!”
Her expression was still troubled, and she looked him directly in the eyes. “Are you sure you want to do this, give this to someone capable of killing Rico without a thought? Jan, we don’t even know what it is.”
“We know it’ll save Rico. That’s all that matters.” Taking out the scroll case, he slipped it inside his shirt. “Now, we have to get ourselves out of here. Any ideas?”
Julianna was silent for a moment, staring at his chest where he’d hidden the scroll, and then she answered. “If you can get us back to the front gates, I think I can get Sergeant Greer to let us through.”
That meant attempting to walk out of the castle and through the courtyard with no escort, but Jan had nothing better to suggest.
So, they made their way to the stairwell, and back up the stairs with Julianna carrying her tambourine and Jan carrying his violin case and the torch.
“Wait,” he whispered at the top.
Peering around the corner of the narrow arch, he saw the passage was empty, so he stepped out and placed the torch back in its bracket. After that, they hurried down the north side passage to the entryway, and again, he paused before the main doors. They’d made it this far with relatively little violence—just once unconscious guard—but Jan had no idea if visiting “entertainment” was escorted out as well as in.
As if reading his face, Julianna shrugged.
“We don’t have much choice,” she whispered. “Just walk out as if you know what you’re doing, and if possible, try to look offended.”
“Offended?”
“Just do it.”
He wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that, and with a puzzled frown, he opened one door and they stepped out into the courtyard, walking at a steady pace for the front gates. A few guards looked their way, and Julianna smiled coyly as she walked. No one tried to stop them—suggesting that people leaving the castle required less security than anyone trying to come in.
As they reached the open front gates, Sergeant Greer turned and saw them coming. His expression shifted to discomfort, and yet at the same time… he didn’t seem surprised.
“Now,” Julianna whispered. “Try to look put out or offended.”
Still puzzled, Jan did his best, and Julianna went straight up to Greer.
“Commander Rupert was not best pleased with Renaldo and sent us away,” she began and then leaned closer. “He said Renaldo was too… old.”
Jan stiffened. That was her plan? So, he was not only playing the part of a male strumpet, but he was now a rejected male strumpet?
Again, Sergeant Greer shifted uncomfortably, though it appeared he might have been expecting this. Apparently, he knew this Commander Rupert fairly well.
However, then the sergeant became more businesslike and asked Julianna, “Why were you sent away?”
“I wasn’t, but Renaldo is new, and I thought to walk him back to the… house and explain to Madam Clarissa. He didn’t do anything wrong. Your commander is just overly particular.”
Ignoring the last comment, Greer looked toward the doors of the castle. “Where’s your escort? Why didn’t Guardsman Avery come back with you?”
Jan tensed, preparing to take a hard swing with his violin case and yell to Julianna to make a run for it.
But she made a sympathetic face. “He’s still inside… explaining to the commander why Lorenzo isn’t here. I thought it best to leave.” She tilted her head. “I’ll take Renaldo home and come right back. The festivities inside are just beginning. Perhaps you can join us once you’re off duty?”
The sergeant blinked. “Um… yes, perhaps.”
Jan went cold in near disbelief. This was certainly a side of Julianna he had never seen before. Again, he was the performer—the actor—whenever they needed to distract or fool someone else, but she had taken over here… and was doing quite well.
Without asking permission, she stepped past the sergeant and other guards, walked through the gates and out into the city.
Jan followed.
“I told you you’d need me,” she whispered.
He couldn’t bring himself to answer.
He did need her.
Reaching up with his free hand, he touched the scroll inside his shirt. For now though, he needed to save Rico.
· · · · ·
A short while later, Jan walked back into the shabby camp of Nana and her family. He’d come alone after sending Julianna back to his aunt and uncle. She’d argued at first, but he’d engaged her with the task of explaining what had happened. In truth, he didn’t want her anywhere near this middle-aged kettle witch.
Both Nana and Lydia were standing by the fire, and Lydia’s eyes flickered in surprise—and possibly pain. He didn’t have time to wonder at that and walked up to Nana, who stared at him expectantly… eagerly as if he was bringing her a treasure.
“You have it?” she breathed.
Reaching inside his shirt, he withdrew the scroll case, but held it in his grip. “And now Rico will wake? He will be safe?”
Looking as if she was struggling to keep from snatching at the scroll, she said quickly, “Yes, yes. That is part of the spell to create the curse… the challenge. Once the challenge is met, the victim will awaken.” Her voice filled with greed. “Put the scroll in my hand!”
With no choice that he could see, Jan reached out and placed the scroll in her long-fingered hand. She clutched it her breast and closing her eyes.
“At last,” she breathed.
Lydia had gone pale, staring at the scene as it played out, and a flicker of discomfort, of uncertainty, passed through him.
“Rico is awake now?” he asked.
“Yes, yes.” Nana waved him away. “Go now.”
She walked swiftly toward her wagon, and Jan stood in place for an instant, before he turned and broke into a jog for the tree line. He was desperate to find out if all this effort, all this risk had been worth it—if indeed, Rico had been saved.
As he reached outskirts of the vast market and was just about to enter, a voice spoke from behind.
“Wait.”
His body jerked to a stop, and he whirled.
Lydia was standing about ten paces away. Though her expression was calm, tears flowed down her face. She looked small standing there in her green dress, almost like a child with large brown eyes.
“You just gave it to her,” she said, “without a question or a thought.”
She sounded too much like Julianna, and he strode back, closing the distance between them.
“What did you expect me to do?” he asked. “You poisoned my cousin. You won his love, and then you fed him cursed wine! Your Nana gave me the only way to save him.”
She winced, and he fell silent. She might only be a puppet in all this too, and he didn’t want to hurt her.
“There is a spell inside that scroll case,” she whispered. “Don’t you want to know what it does?”
His uncertainty, and his unwanted sense of guilt, was increasing. The problem was… he didn’t want to know. He wanted no responsibility in any of this beyond saving Rico.
But she looked so stricken he couldn’t help asking, “What does it do?”
“It will remove a person’s will and replace it with the will of the caster. For now, Nana means to use it on Master Deandre… so he will give us the prime location at the fair. The family has a few skilled performers left to earn money for her.”
Lydia paused and stared at the ground before continuing. “After that, I don’t know what she will do. But she will stop at nothing to gain what she wants. We have lived in poverty for so long while she hunts her spells and uses every penny we earn for her components. This was the spell she has been seeking, the one for which she has forced us to sacrifice so much.”
He wondered about the “sacrifice,” but her presence here confused him more.
“Why are you telling me all this?”
She raised her eyes, and they struck him as haunted. “Did you note a lack of men in our family?” she asked. “Only my aged Uncle Grigory and young Emanuel remain. The rest are all dead… at her bidding, as she ordered them one by one to do what you did tonight, to steal her some spell or scroll.” Her voice filled with bitterness. “My brother went first. She’d heard rumors of a scrying spell created by a male kettle witch near the southern border of Stravina, and she sent my brother after it. He brought her the spell, but to get it, he took a knife wound in the back, and he died the following day.”
“A scrying spell?”
“When she learns of anything new that she might seek, she casts the scrying spell and puts herself into a trance. When she wakes, she knows exactly where the next scroll or spell is located. Once she possessed this ability, she would stop at nothing, and no one in my family had the strength to fight her. She is our leader by right, and we all just obeyed.” The tears on her face flowed more freely. “I loved my brother. He was my friend.”
Without knowing the right thing to say, Jan repeated, “Why are you telling me all this?”
“Because I never thought you’d succeed. I never thought you’d place that scroll in her hand. You’ve given her to power to remove someone else’s will and replace it with her own.” Lydia turned away. “I cannot imagine what she will do with such power. I wanted you to know what you’ve done.”
She began to walk away, and he realized this wasn’t over. He couldn’t allow it be over.
“Lydia,” he called.
She stopped with her back to him.
“Where does Nana keep all her stolen spells?”
The girl was silent for a long moment, and then: “Our wagon. She keeps them in our wagon.”
Without another word, she vanished into the trees.
Jan stood there for a while, uncertain how long, and then continued to the outskirts of the market, to the unkempt Móndyalítko wagons at the back. The first person he saw was an aged woman stoking a fire, and he walked up to her.
Digging into his pocket, he removed a small silver coin his father had sent with him.
“Old mother,” he said politely, using a common greeting of the Móndyalítko. “My family has run low on oil. Might I trade this coin for a flask?”
The coin he offered her would purchase a barrel of oil, and her eyes lifted to his face.
“I need it,” he said softly. “Will you trade me?”
“Of course, my son,” she answered, going to a wooden box of supplies and taking out a flask. “But you offer too much.”
“This is for your kindness and trouble.” He handed her the silver coin and looked to a candle lantern hanging off the back of her wagon. “And may I borrow that? I promise to return it soon.”
One of her bushy gray eyebrows rose in an unspoken question, but she clutched the coin in her hand and nodded to him.
“I’ll bring it back,” he told her, lifting it down.
She watched him as he closed the shutter on the lantern and headed back into the tree line, back toward Nana’s camp.
What he was about to do troubled him, but after what Lydia had told him, he couldn’t simply return to his family. As much as he hated feeling responsible for a heartless woman having obtained a tool of great power, he was responsible, and he could not leave things as they were.
As he reached the clearing, he stopped behind a spruce tree, peering out. Lydia and Nana were not in sight, but the other three women, the little girl, the youth called Emanuel, and the aging man, Grigory, were all at their own campfire near the second wagon. A few small tents had been set up, and Jan wondered if perhaps everyone except Nana and Lydia lived out of the second wagon.
Nana’s dwelling was much closer to him, just a few paces away, with its own larger campfire—along with the cauldron and iron hook. In the darkness, he slipped up behind the wagon.
Through an open window, he heard voices.
“I’m going to need mandrake root,” Nana said. “Can you get it for me?”
“Yes, Nana,” Lydia answered in an emotionless voice.
Both women were inside.
Carefully and quietly, Jan open the flask of oil and began dousing the back of the wagon. When the flask was empty, he crouched down out of sight of anyone across the camp, and he opened the shutter on the lantern to remove the lit candle inside.
Then he ignited the oil.
Flame began to spread rapidly, and when he was certain the fire would become a blaze, he ran out around the side of the wagon and shouted.
“Fire!”
Gasps and a panicked cry sounded from inside, following by shuffling and something being knocked over. Lydia came running out first, nearly flying through the door. Nana came out next, but she clutched the blue scroll case and several pieces of rolled parchment.
Jan struck in a flash, before she even saw him coming. He grabbed everything in her hands and threw it all onto her campfire.
“No!” she screamed when she saw what he’d done, and she ran toward the campfire.
Instantly, he caught her from behind, pinning her arms and lifting her off the ground. She screamed and fought him, struggling uselessly to break free as the scroll and parchments burned. Behind them, he could hear the blaze of the flames engulfing the back half of the wagon.
Lydia stood a short distance away, just watching him. She said nothing, nor did she move to try and help her grandmother. Across the camp, the other family members were on their feet, watching in silence as well. No one interfered.
When the scroll and parchments were burned black, he let Nana go and stepped away, loath to touch her any longer than necessary.
She whirled to see her wagon ablaze, but her eyes were wild, mad, and before he realized what was happening, she ran for the wagon door.
“My spells!” she cried. “All the rest!”
She was through the door before he even thought to move, and then he bolted to go after her. The wagon was burning on three sides, and the night wind fed the flames.
“No!” Lydia cried, running between him and the door. “She is not worth your death!”
Jan stopped. The doorway was on fire, and wagon was completely engulfed. Over the roar he thought he heard a scream.
“She’s not worth anyone’s death,” Lydia said.
He’d not meant to kill tonight, but had he? Had he killed Nana or had she killed herself? He wasn’t sure.
The other family members came over, and in silence everyone watched the rest of the wagon burn.
Jan had left them without a leader, and with only one dwelling for seven people. When Nana’s wagon was nothing but smoldering blackened remnants, he turned to Lydia.
“I’ll bring food, supplies, and blankets from our own camp,” he said. “This is my doing.”
Her gaze was on the remains of her home. “I don’t blame you. You only did what the rest of us could not.”
She was a strange, composed young woman. Perhaps she had been through so much in the past few years that little affected her anymore.
He was about to draw her away when shouting and footsteps sounded from the trees.
“There!” a familiar voice shouted. “I smell smoke over there!”
A moment later, Rico burst through the tree line with wild eyes. Uncle Rosario, Aunt Doreena, and Julianna came running behind.
Rico was awake.
Before Jan could even feel relief, Rico spotted Lydia and ran to her, grabbing her hands and looking at her fingers.
“Are you hurt? Are you burned?”
“No,” she whispered, shaking her head.
“What in the seven hells did you think you were doing?” Rosario shouted, closing on Jan. “Taking something like this upon yourself? You fool! Suppose you’d been killed? How would I ever face your mother again? Did you think of that? Did you?”
Behind, Julianna watched helplessly and gave Jan a pleading look that seemed to say, I couldn’t stop them.
He nodded as Aunt Doreena joined her husband in a shouting rant, threatening Jan with violence should he ever try something so stupid again.
“Auntie,” he interrupted quietly, motioning to the small, silent group behind himself. “These people need our help.”
She looked over at the little girl and the underfed women. “Oh… oh.” Then she was off, bustling over to see what could be done.
Jan turned his eyes back to Julianna as she stared at him. Without her, he was well aware that he’d never have bluffed himself inside that castle, he’d never have stolen the scroll, and Rico would have died of thirst in his sleep… under a curse.
And she was the only one who saw him exactly as he wished to be seen.
There was no one in the world like Julianna, and it was time he admitted to himself that he couldn’t live without her. He could never live without her.
It was time he ensured that he’d never have to.
· · · · ·
Late that night, Julianna lay awake in her bunk, unable to sleep. Her mind was too busy with all that happened.
Rosario had decided that the few remaining members of Lydia’s family would be unable to safely travel alone or to earn enough to support themselves, and so he’d offered to let them travel with Jan’s family at the end of the autumn fair. Lydia had readily—and thankfully—agreed.
Julianna was glad. No one blamed Lydia for what happened, most certainly not Rico, and it seemed that perhaps the risks and fears and tragedies of this night might have all been for the best in the end.
Still, Julianna couldn’t sleep.
She couldn’t stop going over the adventure she’d embarked on with Jan, deceiving her way into that castle, and now feeling embarrassed by how much she’d… well, how much she’d enjoyed it.
She also couldn’t stop think of Jan himself.
She couldn’t stop thinking of the handsome lines of his face, and how other women responded to his smile, to his wiles, to the beautiful music that came from his violin. These thoughts brought her pain. He thrived on female attention and admiration, and what she could give him would never be enough.
With a soft sigh, she climbed from her bunk and wrapped a blanket around her shoulders. Quietly, she slipped outside and walked over to the long dead campfire with some chairs still placed around it.
Then she froze.
Someone was sitting in one of the chairs. She could see the back of his head, his long legs and boots.
Jan turned his head. “Julianna?”
“I couldn’t sleep.”
“Me either.”
Walking over slowly, she thought to sit down when he suddenly stood up.
“Before everyone went to bed, I’d wanted to ask you something,” he said, “and there was no chance, and I didn’t want to wait until tomorrow so I’ve been just… sitting out here wondering what to do.”
He seemed almost distraught, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear whatever it was he had to say.
But she steeled herself and asked, “What is it?”
Turning to face her, with absolutely no warning, he blurted out, “Marry me?”
Julianna’s stomach lurched in sheer surprise.
“I know what you think of me,” he rushed on, “but I swear no one else will ever come between us. I’ll change. And when we get back home to Chemestúk, I’ll work harder at home to help my father. I will strive to be more worthy of you.”
How could he think that? How could he sell himself so short? Unbidden, tears leaked from her eyes.
“You already are worthy. You are worthy of anyone. Can’t you see that?”
He froze, his locked on her face. “Then you will?”
She didn’t need to think about her answer. “Of course I will.”
As if he still didn’t believe her, he stressed, “You’ll marry me?”
“Yes, but I want to wait until we get home, so your mother and I can arrange a proper wedding.”
His body was tense, and then finally, he nodded. “Anything you want, as long as you keep saying yes.”
At that, she fell into silence. He loved her. He feared being without her. The realization made her determined never to use that power against him.
“I won’t stop saying yes. I promise.”
Slowly, he leaned forward and touched her mouth with his. The kiss was soft, and she wished it would go on, but instead, he pressed his forehead gently against hers and breathed outward.
She grasped his hand as the following past few moments truly sank in. Never, in her most far flung thoughts would she have expected this when she first left Chemestúk with Jan.
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